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I presented some of my research findings from my international penpal project at the 

annual meeting of the American Educational Research and Association at the end of April, 2017 

in San Antonio, TX. The theme of the conference was “Knowledge to Action: Achieving the 

Promise of Equal Educational Opportunity” My presentation, “Learning beyond the Classroom 

Walls: What Can Preservice Teachers Learn?” was a good fit as it addressed the multifaceted 

layers and complexity of education.  

The main focus of my presentation was on international penpals and the impact of such 

project on our early childhood preservice teachers. The participants of this project was our early 

childhood preservice teachers who were enrolled in TCH 111: Teaching a Diverse Student 

Population in spring 2016. These preservice teachers had the opportunity to have Turkish 

preservice teachers who provided them with first-hand information about the region (young 

children’s care and education in regular school and for the refugee camps) and about the Turkish 

education system. Prior to communicating with their penpals, preservice teachers did some 

research on the historical and cultural context of the region since the majority of them did not 

even know where Turkey was.  

I first talked about the context of the study and some relevant literature that supported 

this type of research. Later, I presented the findings of my study. It was apparent that preservice 

teachers’ participation in a penpal project influenced their intercultural development. Although 

not all participants were able to engage in in-depth conversations about pedagogical content 

knowledge that was being practiced in a different culture/setting, they did realize that it was 

critical to learn about different cultural and social events that were happening at the end of the 

semester. Many participants indicated that they were able to make comparisons and find 
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similarities and differences between the two cultures. The most valuable lesson according to the 

participants, however, was that they learned to be empathic instead of taking things for granted.  

While at conference, I also took the opportunity to attend several sessions that focused on 

early childhood education and multicultural education/bilingual education. I was amazed to see 

the types of research that other colleges have been doing, many involved a large data set thought 

there were some small-scale research studies like my case study as well. I hope to connect with 

them to learn more about their innovative methods and perhaps conduct a cross-cultural research 

study in the near future. Based on what I heard and observed at the conference, all our 50 states 

(and countries across the globe) face similar issues in terms of recruiting, retaining, preparing, 

and assessing teacher candidates. The conclusion of many presentations suggested that teacher 

education has to responsibility to help preservice teachers develop into intercultural competent 

teachers. As a result, teacher education programs should encourage and support faculty to 

redesign courses to broadening preservice teachers’ understanding and ability to think and work 

in culturally different ways.   

 I have attended several AERA’s conferences in the past. The attendees were friendlier 

and more supportive than ever…. This conference offers a lot of opportunities for higher 

education faculty to connect in research capacity and definitely is a good venue to learn about 

cutting edge research. I am looking forward to attending this conference in future years.   


